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The ability to solve business problems creatively is admirable…and sometimes a matter of 
necessity 
In India, it is common for people to not answer calls on their mobile phones. Oftentimes the caller 
hangs up after just one ring but it is not a nuisance call; it is a way of communicating via the 
mobile phone network without paying for voice or text services. 
“Taxi drivers in India tell me, “Give me a missed call,’” relates K V Rao, Resident Director, 
ASEAN, Tata Sons. “They won’t pick up the phone. One missed call means, ‘I am ready to go, 
please come get me.’ Two missed call means, ‘I’ll be late.’ 
“Somebody out there thought about leveraging on this and came up with ZipDial, which is now a 
marketing platform. People send a missed call to a number, and advertisers send the caller a 
coupon.” 
Necessity is the mother of invention  
Twitter announced in January the US$30-million acquisition of Bangalore-based ZipDial, which 
assigns phone numbers to advertisers for their advertisements. Customers call the numbers and 
quickly hang up before getting charged for the call, and businesses then send information about 
their products to the callers. 
For a country where about a quarter of its people live on US$1.25 or less a day, it is perhaps the 
spirit of jugaad or frugal innovation at work. The adaptation of a business model, or business 
model innovation, highlights the creativity of Indians. One Indian thinks that characteristic is not 
unique to his country. 
"One missed call means, ‘I am ready to go, please come get me.’ Two missed 
call means, ‘I’ll be late.’" 
“I think it is in all emerging markets that you see innovation, and not just India,” asserts Girija 
Pande, Executive Chairman, Apex Avalon Consulting. “Whenever there are unmet needs, you 
will find people who create solutions. Because emerging markets’ needs are unusual, Western 
MNCs sometimes have not gotten around to creating services to meet them. Therefore, local 
companies are taking things into their own hands in creating low-priced, simple-to-use solutions, 
and we call those product or business model innovations.” 
“Why was this invented?” asks Rao rhetorically regarding ZipDial. “When you look at Indian traffic 
conditions, who wants to go out of the house? It’s not the sexiness of e-commerce that 
created ZipDial, but the convenience. If it’s something you don’t have to be somewhere 
physically for, it’s better to sit in front of your iPad or computer and order it from the comforts of 
home. The adaptation and adoption of technology is happening because of convenience.” 
Chinese innovation versus Indian innovation  
While innovation in India is often related to addressing the needs of those at the bottom of the 
pyramid, the situation in China is rather different. 
“China is moving from adding value to creating value,” Pande explains. “That has moved China 
from imitation to innovation. The move to the knowledge industry has been initiated by the 
government because the cost structure has been going out of line, the currency is strengthening, 
blue collar labour is becoming scarcer; the Chinese industry is fast shifting.” 
He adds, “For China to move in a leadership in the IT space they will need to sort out their 
intellectual property (IP) laws, and the enforcement is still not so good. Today, the biggest court 
cases in China are between domestic companies because they all want to create IP’s. That’s a 
huge change from the past where foreign companies field IP cases against Chinese companies.” 
Pande cites the telecommunications companies Huawei and ZTE as examples of success of the 
Chinese approach to innovation but Rao argues it might not work for India. Says Rao, “In China, 
infrastructure is built first and then people and businesses follow. In India, it’s reversed – you 
have old buildings which have come up, everything is there and then the roads are built. People 
are used to that. If that changes, then so will people’s expectations.” 
India’s relative lack of hard infrastructure – power, roads, transport etc. – has not limited the 
country’s development in the digital industry. Pande argues that it has focused minds on what it 
can do well given the smaller gap in I.T. infrastructure between it and the rest of the world.  
“The change in digital infrastructure, although it is not yet top class, is allowing people to create 
offerings. The reason India is doing ok on the I.T. services side is because we don’t have much 
of a manufacturing base which requires hard infrastructure. The hard infrastructure is slowly 
being rolled out but it is much slower than what it should be. Until that is fixed, India will keep 
innovating around the soft infrastructure.” 
KV Rao and Girija Pande were part of the panel discussion “Business Model Innovations In India 
and Emerging Markets” at the Singapore-India Business Dialogue 2015 held on July 9 2015. 
 
